Even though every Laboratory Administrator, Research Director, Plant Supervisor and everyone else with administrative responsibility begrudges the time, effort and resources devoted to safety and industrial hygiene, analysis of many accidents and "near misses" clearly show that unsafe conditions and unsafe practices can be eliminated by relatively little effort or change. A willingness to accept an unsafe condition or a risky procedure is often the source of such "crap shoots." Historical acceptance of unsafe conditions is too often an adequate explanation.
Dr. Scott Geller, an industrial psychologist who has focused on the relationship of behavior (industrial and laboratory) safety has provided the following items as the principal elements in workers accepting risk and taking chances:
1. Does the worker know that safety precautions are expected? 1.
Are there obvious barriers to safe work practices? (operating equipment, personal protective equipment, etc.)
2.
Do workers receive behavior-based feedback related to their own personal safety? 3.
Are people put down when they should be lifted up for safety actions? 4.
What are the consequences for safe behavior? 5.
What are the consequences for at-risk behavior? 6.
Are there more negative than positive consequences for safe behavior? 7.
Can safe behavior lead to soon, certain and positive consequences? 8.
Does a worker receive more attention, prestige or status from co-workers for at-risk than safe behavior?
9.
Are workers recognized individually and as teams for completing process activities related to 10. safety improvement?
As will be noted, these 10 questions in such analysis ask the critical questions: "Is safe behavior punished?" or "Is at-risk behavior rewarded?" From Dr. Geller's focus and other studies, the critical importance of expectations and consequences are readily apparent when they are implemented immediately and effectively. (Robert F. Mayer and Peter Pipe, "Analyzing Performance Problems," The Center for Effective Performance, Inc., Atlanta, Georgia).
Violence in the Workplace
Another safety factor that demands the attention of the Research Director and others in supervisory position is the matter of violence in the workplace. While many administrators feel this should not be their concern, current statistics in the United States proclaim otherwise. In 1998, 709 workers were murdered on the job, OSHA reports. That's the lowest total in the past seven years. In 1994, 1,080 on-the-job homicides were reported, the worst year on record.
Again, no guarantees can be provided in real world situations. There are steps, however, that the Research Director and Supervisors can take to lower risks and heighten awareness.
An analysis of contributing factors can be helpful. Personality conflicts were reported as the impetus in 55% of the cases, according to a recent survey by the Society for Human Resource Management. Other common causes include family or marital problems (36%) or work-related stress (24%).
Although OSHA has no specific standards directed toward preventing workplace violence the agency has offered some guidelines as follows:
Write a policy statement; although this will likely not cover all situations, it can provide useful guidelines.
1.
Set up a threat assessment team; a group considering the eventualities on a regular basis can be very helpful.
2.
Assess potential hazards.
3.
Set up controls to prevent violence; this may involve a security system to control building access, as well as other steps.
4.
Train and educate your workforce; a discussion of potential problems and situations can often bring problems to the surface.
5.
Set up a system for reporting, investigating and evaluating incidents; this step can often reveal trouble spots.
6.
Track reports and incidence through record keeping. 7.
The last two items were stressed by OSHA as being sources of insight into remedial steps. They recommended the review of a broad range of reports, including incident reports, near-assault reports, medical records, insurance records, worker's compensation records, police reports, incident investigations, training records and grievances.
It is pointed out that employees can often be the best source for identifying high-risk areas and activities that are most vulnerable to acts of aggression. Further, they are often first to know of personality conflicts or off-the-job personal problems that could boil over at work.
It is important to keep in mind that workplace violence does not always result in injury. It's more than just incidence of physical assault -abuse, verbal attacks and aggressive behavior, pushing and shouting, for example -should be reported, recorded and investigated. This is another area where a little common sense goes a long way.
Using 'Attaboys' and 'Attagirls'

A Laboratory Survival Manual
Safety in the laboratory is a special issue that requires special consideration and review. Dangerous materials are only handled occasionally, but a variety of hazards exist. Instruments, operating equipment and especially pilot plant environment create special situations where special evaluation is appropriate. As an aid in such an audit, the University of Virginia, Office of Environmental Health and Safety, has developed a series of laboratory safety guidelines. These have been incorporated in a collection entitled "Laboratory Survival Manual," which presents guidelines for working with a variety of materials.
Topics in the manual include general laboratory safety, personal protective equipment, laboratory safety equipment, first aid and emergency procedures, properties of hazardous chemicals, special classes of materials, chemical labeling, material safety data sheets, and chemical waste collection. Specific programs cover asbestos, fire, radiation, ergonomics, gene therapy, industrial hygiene and other safety topics.
Although this safety manual cannot cover all topics of interest to specialized research laboratories, it does provide a very solid basis for discussion of basic lab safety guidelines. As such, it can be a very useful resource. For more information: http://keats.admin.virginia.edu/lsm/home.html.
Turning from rather grievous items, a Research Director is still responsible for building a research team that will be a winning combination. Recruiting and retaining the right people is still a major task for the industrial and academic Research Director. The magnitude of this task is indicated by:
80% of the top executives at major companies spend 11 hours or more a week on recruiting, according to the Wall Street Journal; 52% of top executives spend more than 16 hours a week on recruiting. q 68% of respondents to the "R&D Magazine/KSR Career Satisfaction & Salary Survey" report difficulty in filling vacant scientific or engineering positions. q 53% of respondents say there are not enough qualified candidates, while 20% say there are too many unqualified candidates to sort through.
q All of this indicates the importance of retaining those professional and technical people that are a valuable asset to the staff.
It always comes as a bit of a surprise to realize how important "work perks" -non-financial benefitsare to attract and retain people. In a recent study, the perks offered by a large number of industrial companies were surveyed, with the results reported in the box below. In some specialized talent areas, the recruiting has become rather wild. Tales circulate of unique inducements being offered to computer programmers and specialistics, such as BMW automobiles and the like. However, it is generally much more economic and practical to retain desired talent rather than recruit it. So, what can a manager do to confirm to an employee his/her value to an organization. Current personnel management stresses the concept of "pay-for-performance." This position involves reward for contribution, not for seniority. imaginative low-cost rewards by way of showing appreciation and providing recognition. This is based on the time-honored principle that "what most motivates the people who work for you is recognition."
One management specialist has taken this concept to the point of writing a very interesting book entitled "1001 Ways To Reward Employees." The message of this effort is that it is the thoughtful, personal kind of recognition that signifies true appreciation for a job well done, for going the "second mile." The author says this is "thinking past the raise and the promotion. 
